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In municipal elections Oct. 29, Colombians elected governors in 30 of the 32 departments, 965 of
the 1,092 mayors, 502 regional deputies, and 12,118 municipal councilors. Many of the winners were
independents challenging the two traditional political parties the Partido Conservador and the
Partido Liberal which are increasingly blamed for Colombia's woes. Results were seen as a serious
setback for President Andres Pastrana and the Conservadores.
The elections occurred midway through Pastrana's four- year term. He faces growing criticism for
his inability to end the war and for the military emphasis in his US$7.5 billion Plan Colombia, an
anti-drug and pro-development project (see NotiSur, 2000-10-27).
Pastrana's public approval is at its lowest since he took office, with a 30% favorable rating. About
48% of Colombia's 23 million registered voters went to the polls, a typical midterm election turnout
in the nation of 40 million inhabitants.

Violence questions democratic process
Colombia is often cited as one of Latin America's longest-standing democracies. However, the
widespread violence from the drug trade and the 36-year guerrilla insurgency challenges the
concept of democracy. During the campaign, more than 20 mayoral candidates were killed by
paramilitaries or guerrillas and 15 were kidnapped.
About 100 candidates withdrew from the elections following death threats. On average, one mayor
is assassinated each month in Colombia. Although national police have withdrawn from 120
municipalities in 20 departments because of the war, the government refused to postpone elections,
saying it would be giving in to those promoting violence.
Hernan Dario Escobar, a mayoral candidate in the city of Cali, was kidnapped by rebels and later
released unharmed. He blames the absence of public security for the violence. "The military does
not govern in its own territory," Dario said. In Cali, 250 members of Colombia's second-largest
guerrilla group, the Ejercito Nacional de Liberacion (ELN), have two-and-a-half million citizens
living in fear, he said.
The Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) control the south, the paramilitary
Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC) hold much of the north, while the ELN dominates the
west. In all about 40% of the country's 1,089 municipalities are under the domination of one or
another armed group.
Major cities, including Cali, are well fortified by the army and national police, but the surrounding
countryside has frequently become a battleground for government forces and guerrillas. "We are
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surrounded by guerrillas and lately by the paramilitaries," said Cali voter Eduardo Gutierrez. "And
it's obvious we don't even have minimum guarantees by the government that our right to vote will
be protected." The head of the military, Gen. Fernando Tapias, said recently that the guerrillas
had the capacity to affect the election outcome in nearly 100 mayoral races. Paramilitaries could
also make sure their candidates won in an undetermined number of races, both by intimidating or
assassinating uncooperative candidates.
In the capital, Santa Fe de Bogota, where election- related violence is almost nonexistent, the
government downplayed the problems. The Pastrana administration said election manipulations
by armed groups were evident in only about 6% of municipalities, or 55 towns. However, the
Federacion Colombiana de Municipios (FCM), which represents mayors, said electoral tampering by
rebels and paramilitaries occurred in up to 600 municipalities.
"There are cases of intimidation, kidnapping, murder, and I am not going to say that is fine, but
there has been a lot of exaggeration about the impact of violence on the electoral process," said
Interior Minister Humberto de la Calle, who oversees election security. "But I'd like to say that 90%
of Colombians live in areas where the guarantees are absolute and the process contemporary and
modern."
Before the voting, Ivan Duque, the Registrador Nacional del Estado Civil, in charge of elections, told
a delegation of observers from the Organization of American States (OAS) that "the public-safety
situation will not substantially affect the [electoral] process." But Gilberto Toro, executive director
of the FCM, said that, despite the picture of normality reflected in official statements, "there were
elections but no democracy."
Toro said this year the strategy of both guerrillas and paramilitaries was very different from 1997,
when they sabotaged the elections. He said the attack "against the transparency of the process
and the freedom to elect and be elected" took place in previous months, when the armed groups
engaged in "clear and overwhelming pressure against the candidates."

Election day relatively peaceful
"Voting sends a very important message to the peace process," President Andres Pastrana said after
casting his ballot. "It says to the insurgents that Colombians want to strengthen our democratic
process, to strengthen our democracy." In San Vicente del Caguan, the largest of five southern
municipalities in the FARC-controlled "distension zone," independent Nestor Ramirez was elected
mayor even though the rebels informally backed his opponent Josue Duran.
A billboard in the central plaza in San Vicente de Caguan read, "Plan Colombia the gringos supply
the weapons and Colombia supplies the dead." It was the first time in 36 years of fighting that
Colombians had voted under rebel rule. Charges that rebels stole ballots forced officials to suspend
the elections in Vista Hermosa, another of the five FARC-held towns.
In Putumayo, a southern department paralyzed by a month-old FARC highway blockade and
clashes with paramilitaries, voting was held only in large towns, but in those towns it went
smoothly, officials said. The army said members of the FARC tried to block voters from going to the
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polls and forcibly removed ballot boxes in some areas of Santander and Caqueta departments. But
after the violence of the campaign, voting in most of the country was relatively peaceful.
Independents claimed victory in mayoral races in four of Colombia's five largest cities. They also
won 10 of the 30 governorships, and triumphed in nine departmental capitals. The Partido Liberal
won 19 governorships and the mayoral post in 18 departmental capitals. The big loser was the
Partido Conservador, which only won a single governorship and only two provincial capitals. The
Conservadores' losses included two of their strongholds the governorship of Antioquia and the
mayoral post in Medellin, where in both instances the Partido Liberal won.
"In general terms, in the urban elections we saw a kind of plebiscite or vote against the
government," which has failed to ease its harsh, recessive economic policies in the midst of a
complex social and economic crisis, said Luis Valencia of the Universidad Nacional.
Independents' victories included Bogota, where Antanas Mockus, an eccentric former university
professor who held the post from 1995-1997, defeated former foreign minister Maria Emma Mejia
of the Partido Liberal. Mockus was elected mayor in October 1994 and resigned in April 1997 to run
for president. But he later became the running mate of another former foreign relations minister,
Noemi Sanin, and the two came in third in the first round of the 1998 presidential elections, after
Pastrana and Liberal Horacio Serpa.
Other independent mayors elected include John Maro Rodriguez in Cali, Humberto Caiaffa in
Barranquilla, and Ivan Moreno Rojas in Bucaramanga. In the western department of Cauca, Floro
Tunubala will become the country's first indigenous governor. In one of the most unprecedented
victories, shoeshiner Luis Eduardo Diaz Chaparro was elected to one of the 42 seats on the Bogota
City Council, receiving the 12th-highest number of votes among 228 candidates. Diaz vowed to work
for the poor. "I don't want luxury cars or cellular phones," he said. "This money must be invested in
the people." [Sources: Notimex, 10/28/00; CNN, 10/28/00, 10/29/00; The New York Times, 10/29/00;
Inter Press Service, 10/27/00, 10/30/00; El Nuevo Herald (Miami), 10/28/00, 10/30/00; Spanish news
service EFE, 10/29/00, 10/30/00; Reuters, 10/30/00; Associated Press, 10/29/00, 10/31/00]
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